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    A child’s clear-eyed wonder encounters the beauty and hardness of the living world, and the meeting remakes both. Richard Jefferies’s Wood Magic: A Fable invites readers into a countryside alive with presence, where the familiar becomes newly charged with meaning. From its opening pages, the book frames nature not as a backdrop but as an interlocutor, asking the young protagonist—and us—to listen. Jefferies, known for his close attention to fields and hedgerows, uses that attentiveness to create a space where perception itself feels transformative. The result is a work that marries enchantment to inquiry, curiosity to conscience, and reverie to watchfulness.

Wood Magic is a Victorian-era fable set in the English countryside, blending elements of children’s literature, pastoral observation, and imaginative fantasy. First published in the early 1880s, it belongs to a period when writers explored new ways of addressing young readers while remaining appealing to adults. Jefferies, an English nature writer, grounds the narrative in recognizable rural scenes—woods, lanes, streams—while allowing speech and intention to emanate from the nonhuman world. This hybrid form distinguishes the book within its time: it is neither mere moral tale nor simple natural history, but a crafted interweaving of both, attentive to mood, texture, and the cadence of outdoor life.

The premise is disarmingly simple: a young boy spends his days roaming fields and woods, where creatures and forces of nature seem to answer him, sometimes with playfulness and sometimes with severity. Readers encounter brief episodes and conversations rather than a single driving plot, producing an experience closer to a series of encounters than to a quest. The voice is lucid and lyrical, shaped by observational fidelity and an ear for the cadences of weather and light. The mood alternates between luminous calm and bracing candor, encouraging readers to pause, to look, and to let the quiet accumulation of scenes form their own meanings.

Jefferies uses fable to probe questions that exceed childhood’s boundaries: how knowledge is earned, what it costs to belong to a living landscape, and how power appears in guises both gentle and ruthless. The talking animals and animated landscape are not simply charming devices; they serve as mirrors in which human intentions and misunderstandings can be recognized. Innocence in Wood Magic is neither ignorance nor sentimentality—it is a way of seeing that permits truth to arrive without pretense. The book’s ethical pressure comes from insisting that attention has consequences, and that sympathy, to be genuine, must accommodate the world’s complexity.

Stylistically, Wood Magic is notable for its fusion of sensuous detail with restrained allegory. Jefferies’s prose lingers on color, texture, and movement—the sheen of a wing, the hush of a glade—yet avoids ornament for its own sake. Dialogue, when it appears, carries the weight of parable, but the surrounding descriptions tether the story to specific times of day and seasonal change. This steady anchoring in the observable keeps the fable from drifting into abstraction. The book’s pacing is unhurried, its structure episodic, and its cumulative effect is one of immersion: readers come to feel they are accompanying the child’s education in noticing.

For contemporary readers, the book’s relevance lies in its invitation to reimagine kinship with the more-than-human world. Without polemic, it encourages forms of attention that deepen care: listening as a practice, patience as a mode of understanding, and curiosity as a discipline. In an era attuned to ecological fragility, Jefferies’s insistence on observing before judging, and on letting experience complicate easy assurances, feels timely. The Victorian context contributes an additional layer, showing how earlier writers sought language for the ethical demands of nature long before modern environmental discourse. Wood Magic thus becomes both historical artifact and living companion in thinking about place.

Approach this book as a walk rather than a race. Its pleasures accrue in textures—the turn of a path, the lift of a breeze, the quiet argument of a bird—and in the way small perceptions gather into insight. Readers drawn to nature writing, children’s classics, or gently fantastical fiction will find a work that respects their intelligence and their senses. Wood Magic offers an experience that is meditative without vagueness and imaginative without escapism. It asks only the time needed to notice, and it rewards that time with a widened horizon, where wonder is not an evasion of truth but its patient, attentive companion.
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    Wood Magic: A Fable follows Bevis, a young boy growing up on an English farm, who discovers that the surrounding fields, woods, and waters speak a language he can understand. The book presents the countryside as a living society where animals, plants, and natural forces converse, debate, and instruct. Through Bevis’s receptive curiosity, routine days become episodes of discovery. The fable form lets everyday sights—hedges, ponds, clouds—carry voice and meaning. Early chapters establish the setting, Bevis’s freedom to roam, and his nascent belief that nature holds a practical wisdom he can learn. This premise guides the narrative’s sequence of explorations and lessons.

Bevis’s first lessons come from elemental presences close to home: the wind across the downs, the old trees by the gate, and the brook that runs under willows. Each offers counsel suited to a child’s understanding—watch closely, act bravely, and trust what the senses prove. The notion of “wood magic” emerges not as spell-casting but as an alertness to signs in weather, growth, and animal behavior. Bevis resolves to train himself in this craft, testing memory, patience, and self-command. The story moves through morning rambles and twilight returns, mapping how attention turns the familiar farm into an open schoolroom.

Birds provide the boy’s earliest social education. Rooks hold parliaments in the elms; magpies weigh risks and rewards; larks praise the sun’s steadiness. Farmyard fowl assert ceremony and precedence, while small songbirds debate safety and song. Bevis listens to their rival claims—boldness versus caution, habit versus experiment—and begins to form rules of conduct: keep your eyes open, keep moving, and measure talk by deeds. Their councils mirror the varied communities around him and give the narrative a pattern of visiting, overhearing, and departing. Without imposing judgments, the fable shows how different ways of living can all fit the same landscape.

The river and meadows extend his curriculum. Fish teach him about currents, concealment, and the cost of carelessness. Water insects mark time by light and shadow, while reeds register the breeze before the trees feel it. Seasonal changes become practical lessons: drought hardens ground, floods rearrange paths, and long days demand endurance. Bevis experiments—casting a line, building small contrivances, tracking reflections—to see how causes and effects connect. These scenes keep to a child’s scale yet stress accuracy: where the sun stands, what the mud prints show, how ripples travel. The narrative emphasizes observation as a form of preparedness rather than mere wonder.

Encounters with predators deepen the book’s impartial view of nature. Weasel, stoat, and hawk speak plainly about hunger, opportunity, and risk. Rabbits and field-mice answer with vigilance and speed. The fable refuses simple moral labels, instead outlining a balance that holds only through constant effort. Bevis learns to distinguish pity from prudence and to accept that courage does not cancel danger. He also studies quiet—the pauses before movement—and how silence can be as telling as noise. These meetings sharpen his resolve to be quick, self-reliant, and fair, without pretending that fairness alters the ground rules of weather, night, and appetite.

The human world appears at the edges: farm work, markets, and talk of rules made elsewhere. Through animal conversations, the book reflects on authority, ownership, and punishment in a tone both playful and pointed. Bevis hears competing claims about fences, food, and freedom, then checks them against what he sees. Schoolroom maxims are set beside the accuracy of sun, shadow, and season. He begins small trials of independence—choosing routes, keeping promises, tending tools—and measures advice by its results. The narrative continues to move outward from the farmhouse, using each errand or boundary as an occasion to weigh custom against experience.

Larger set-pieces gather the wood’s many voices. Councils assemble at hedgerows; warnings run ahead of a storm; a sudden alarm tests how quickly rules become action. Festivals of sound—dawn choruses, wind rising through leaves—are balanced by quiet watches at noon. Bevis places himself within these events, not as commander but as a listener who can act when needed. The story builds momentum through linked episodes, each adding to his store of practiced habits: reading sky signs, keeping direction, sharing finds, and holding to a plan. A moment of peril arrives naturally from these activities, asking him to use what he has learned.

A turning point comes when Bevis must reconcile the call of free roaming with demands that would confine him. Nature’s mentors frame the choice as a question of fidelity—to sight, to truth, and to the steady courage he has tried to cultivate. He affirms a simple code: see for yourself, say what you saw, help where you can, and keep moving. The landscape answers with acceptance, not reward, and the animals acknowledge him as a companion rather than a master. The narrative preserves the immediate outcome, focusing instead on the inward resolve that will carry into his next stage of growth.

The closing chapters gather the book’s central message: wood magic is the disciplined attention by which a child learns the world and his place in it. The fable presents nature as a practical teacher, offering instruction in endurance, proportion, and trust in firsthand evidence. Without declaring a moral, it suggests that independence is rooted in accurate seeing and steady action. Bevis ends not with conquest but with readiness—equipped by habits of observation, self-reliance, and sympathy for living things. The sequence thus forms a bridge from early wonder to deliberate adventure, leaving the boy poised for further explorations beyond the wood’s edge.
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    Set in the late Victorian countryside of southern England, the book’s world reflects the fields, hedgerows, streams, and small farms of Wiltshire, especially the landscape around Coate, near Swindon, where Richard Jefferies grew up. The temporal frame is essentially contemporary with its publication (early 1880s), a period when traditional mixed farming met accelerating change. Chalk downs, oak copses, and cornfields provide a natural stage on which rural customs, gamekeeping, and seasonal labor unfold. The nearby presence of the Great Western Railway’s expanding town at Swindon contextualizes the book’s pastoral vision, juxtaposing the quiet of the parish with industrial rhythms, new markets, and the legal regime governing land, game, and access.

The Great Agricultural Depression (c. 1873–1896) forms the key historical backdrop. British grain prices collapsed as North American and Russian wheat, carried by railroads and steamships, flooded markets after 1873. The price of British wheat fell from roughly 56 shillings per quarter in the early 1870s to about 31 shillings by 1894, while the notorious cold, wet summer of 1879 devastated harvests. Tenant farmers faced rent pressure; marginal arable reverted to pasture; rural underemployment spread. Jefferies, an agricultural journalist before 1881, witnessed this contraction across Wiltshire. Wood Magic’s reverence for the self-sufficiency of woods and streams, and its distrust of human interference, echo a countryside strained by collapsing prices and anxious landholders.

Parallel to falling prices came the organization of rural labor. Joseph Arch’s speech at Wellesbourne, Warwickshire, on 29 March 1872 sparked the National Agricultural Labourers’ Union (NALU), which grew to roughly 86,000 members by 1874. Strikes across southern counties sought to raise weekly wages from around 12–13 shillings to 16–18 shillings and to check the paternal power of farmers and stewards. When depression undercut bargaining, thousands emigrated to Canada and Australia with union help. The book’s child-centered perspective, attentive to dignity in humble lives and to the quiet authority of the nonhuman world, resonates with this movement’s challenge to hierarchical deference and to the casual cruelties of dependency in the Victorian parish.

The Game Laws structured rural power relations central to the book’s moral climate. The Game Act of 1831, coupled with the Night Poaching Act (1828) and the Poaching Prevention Act (1862), criminalized access to wildlife in defense of landowners’ sporting rights. Gamekeepers’ authority, man-traps (outlawed earlier but their memory lingered), and spring-guns (largely curtailed by mid-century) symbolized coercion over both people and animals. Prosecutions could mean fines, prison, or hard labor. Wood Magic’s animals speak of snares, guns, and fear, making visible the legal enclosure of life itself. By dramatizing the vulnerability of birds and beasts, Jefferies indirectly critiques a system that fused class privilege with sanctioned violence in the countryside.

Industrial expansion around Swindon reconfigured the region that nourishes the book’s setting. The Great Western Railway main line opened in 1841; Swindon Works were established in 1843 under Isambard Kingdom Brunel’s system, turning the town into a locomotive and carriage hub. Swindon’s population rose from a few thousand in the 1840s to over 45,000 by 1901, with the works employing many thousands by the 1890s. New streets, brick terraces, and factory time tightened their grip on an agricultural hinterland. Jefferies, born at Coate in 1848, watched this advance. The book’s insistence on intimacy with hedgerow life and unclocked time can be read as a response to the factory whistle’s reach into parishes once paced by seasons and sun.

Nineteenth-century enclosure and the contest over common rights shaped access to the very spaces Wood Magic celebrates. The General Inclosure Act (1845) accelerated the partitioning of open fields and commons, while drainage and hedge removal transformed habitats. By the 1860s–1880s, a national countercurrent emerged: the Commons Preservation Society (1865) and measures such as the Epping Forest Act (1878) defended public rights against private encroachment. In Wessex counties, customary gleaning and access to downland steadily contracted. Jefferies’ minute attention to footpaths, copses, and water-meadows registers a historical moment when pathways were being legally redrawn. The book’s devotion to unowned, shared nature reflects anxieties over the disappearance of common land and hedgerow biodiversity.

Victorian animal-welfare activism intensified during Jefferies’ lifetime. Martin’s Act (1822) and the Cruelty to Animals Act (1835) laid foundations against abuse of domesticated animals and blood sports, while the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (1824; royal charter 1840) popularized humane ideals. The Cruelty to Animals Act (1876) regulated vivisection after campaigns led by Frances Power Cobbe’s Victoria Street Society (founded 1875). Yet hunting, trapping, and vermin destruction remained routine in rural estates. Wood Magic aligns with this milieu by granting moral standing and articulate voice to wild creatures, turning everyday practices—snares, shooting, “pest” killing—into ethical questions that mirror contemporary debates over the limits of human dominion.

As social and political critique, the book exposes how law, property, and industrial modernity diminish both rural people and the more-than-human world. Its talking animals indict a legal order—rooted in Game Laws and enclosure—that naturalizes privilege and pain. The child’s perspective contests adult hierarchies, much as union agitation challenged deference in the 1870s. By foregrounding local knowledge over market prices and factory punctuality, the fable resists the dislocations of the Agricultural Depression and the railway town. It reveals class divides enacted through “sport” and management, and urges a politics of care for common spaces and creatures, anticipating later conservation and social reform without naming them outright.




Wood Magic: A Fable

Main Table of Contents









CHAPTER I.



SIR BEVIS.



CHAPTER II.



AT HOME.



CHAPTER III.



ADVENTURES OF THE WEASEL.



CHAPTER IV.



BROOK-FOLK.



CHAPTER V.



KAPCHACK.



CHAPTER VI.



THE SQUIRREL.



CHAPTER VII.



THE COURTIERS.



CHAPTER VIII.



THE EMPEROR CHOO HOO.



CHAPTER IX.



THE COUNCIL.



CHAPTER X.



TRAITORS.



CHAPTER XI.



THE STORM IN THE NIGHT.



CHAPTER XII.



THE OLD OAK.—THE KING'S DESPAIR.



CHAPTER XIII.



THE COURTSHIP IN THE ORCHARD.



CHAPTER XIV.



THE GREAT BATTLE.



CHAPTER XV.



PALACE SECRETS.



CHAPTER XVI.



THE NEW KING.



CHAPTER XVII.



SIR BEVIS AND THE WIND.



















CHAPTER I.


Table of Contents



SIR BEVIS.


Table of Contents



One morning as little "Sir" Bevi[1]s [such was his pet name] was digging in the farmhouse garden, he saw a daisy, and throwing aside his spade, he sat down on the grass to pick the flower to pieces. He pulled the pink-tipped petals off one by one, and as they dropped they were lost. Next he gathered a bright dandelion, and squeezed the white juice from the hollow stem, which drying presently, left his fingers stained with brown spots. Then he drew forth a bennet[2] from its sheath, and bit and sucked it till his teeth were green from the sap. Lying at full length, he drummed the earth with his toes, while the tall grass blades tickled his cheeks.

Presently, rolling on his back, he drummed again with his heels. He looked up at the blue sky, but only for a moment, because the glare of light was too strong in his eyes. After a minute, he turned on his side, thrust out one arm, placed his head on it, and drew up one knee, as if going to sleep. His little brown wrist, bared by the sleeve shortening as he extended his arm, bent down the grass, and his still browner fingers played with the blades, and every now and then tore one off.

A flutter of wings sounded among the blossom on an apple-tree close by, and instantly Bevis sat up, knowing it must be a goldfinch thinking of building a nest in the branches. If the trunk of the tree had not been so big, he would have tried to climb it at once, but he knew he could not do it, nor could he see the bird for the leaves and bloom. A puff of wind came and showered the petals down upon him; they fell like snowflakes on his face and dotted the grass.

Buzz! A great bumble-bee, with a band of red gold across his back, flew up, and hovered near, wavering to and fro in the air as he stayed to look at a flower.

Buzz! Bevis listened, and knew very well what he was saying. It was: "This is a sweet little garden, my darling; a very pleasant garden;[1q] all grass and daisies, and apple-trees, and narrow patches with flowers and fruit-trees one side, and a wall and currant-bushes another side, and a low box-hedge and a haha, where you can see the high mowing grass quite underneath you; and a round summer-house in the corner, painted as blue inside as a hedge-sparrow's egg is outside; and then another haha with iron railings, which you are always climbing up, Bevis, on the fourth side, with stone steps leading down to a meadow, where the cows are feeding, and where they have left all the buttercups standing as tall as your waist, sir. The gate in the iron railings is not fastened, and besides, there is a gap in the box-hedge, and it is easy to drop down the haha wall, but that is mowing grass there. You know very well you could not come to any harm in the meadow; they said you were not to go outside the garden, but that's all nonsense, and very stupid. I am going outside the garden, Bevis. Good-morning, dear." Buzz! And the great bumble-bee flew slowly between the iron railings, out among the buttercups, and away up the field.

Bevis went to the railings, and stood on the lowest bar; then he opened the gate a little way, but it squeaked so loud upon its rusty hinges that he let it shut again. He walked round the garden along beside the box-hedge to the patch by the lilac trees; they were single lilacs, which are much more beautiful than the double, and all bowed down with a mass of bloom. Some rhubarb grew there, and to bring it up the faster, they had put a round wooden box on it, hollowed out from the sawn butt of an elm, which was rotten within and easily scooped. The top was covered with an old board, and every time that Bevis passed he lifted up the corner of the board and peeped in, to see if the large red, swelling knobs were yet bursting.

One of these round wooden boxes had been split and spoilt, and half of it was left lying with the hollow part downwards. Under this shelter a toad had his house. Bevis peered in at him, and touched him with a twig to make him move an inch or two, for he was so lazy, and sat there all day long, except when it rained. Sometimes the toad told him a story, but not very often, for he was a silent old philosopher, and not very fond of anybody. He had a nephew, quite a lively young fellow, in the cucumber frame on the other side of the lilac bushes, at whom Bevis also peered nearly every day after they had lifted the frame and propped it up with wedges.

The gooseberries were no bigger than beads, but he tasted two, and then a thrush began to sing on an ash-tree in the hedge of the meadow. "Bevis! Bevis!" said the thrush, and he turned round to listen: "My dearest Bevis, have you forgotten the meadow, and the buttercups, and the sorrel? You know the sorrel, don't you, that tastes so pleasant if you nibble the leaf? And I have a nest in the bushes, not very far up the hedge, and you may take just one egg; there are only two yet. But don't tell any more boys about it, or we shall not have one left. That is a very sweet garden, but it is very small. I like all these fields to fly about in, and the swallows fly ever so much farther than I can; so far away and so high, that I cannot tell you how they find their way home to the chimney. But they will tell you, if you ask them. Good-morning! I am going over the brook."

Bevis went to the iron railings and got up two bars, and looked over; but he could not yet make up his mind, so he went inside the summer-house, which had one small round window. All the lower part of the blue walls was scribbled and marked with pencil, where he had written and drawn, and put down his ideas and notes. The lines were somewhat intermingled, and crossed each other, and some stretched out long distances, and came back in sharp angles. But Bevis knew very well what he meant when he wrote it all. Taking a stump of cedar pencil from his pocket, one end of it much gnawn, he added a few scrawls to the inscriptions, and then stood on the seat to look out of the round window, which was darkened by an old cobweb.

Once upon a time there was a very cunning spider—a very cunning spider indeed. The old toad by the rhubarb told Bevis there had not been such a cunning spider for many summers; he knew almost as much about flies as the old toad, and caught such a great number, that the toad began to think there would be none left for him. Now the toad was extremely fond of flies, and he watched the spider with envy, and grew more angry about it every day.

As he sat blinking and winking by the rhubarb in his house all day long, the toad never left off thinking, thinking, thinking about the spider. And as he kept thinking, thinking, thinking, so he told Bevis, he recollected that he knew a great deal about a good many other things besides flies. So one day, after several weeks of thinking, he crawled out of his house in the sunshine, which he did not like at all, and went across the grass to the iron railings, where the spider had then got his web. The spider saw him coming, and being very proud of his cleverness, began to taunt and tease him.

"Your back is all over warts, and you are an old toad," he said. "You are so old, that I heard the swallows saying their great-great-great-grandmothers, when they built in the chimney, did not know when you were born. And you have got foolish, and past doing anything, and so stupid that you hardly know when it is going to rain. Why, the sun is shining bright, you stupid old toad, and there isn't a chance of a single drop falling. You look very ugly down there in the grass. Now, don't you wish that you were me and could catch more flies than you could eat? Why, I can catch wasps and bees, and tie them up so tight with my threads that they cannot sting nor even move their wings, nor so much as wriggle their bodies. I am the very cleverest and most cunning spider that ever lived."

"Indeed, you are," replied the toad. "I have been thinking so all the summer; and so much do I admire you, that I have come all this way, across in the hot sun, to tell you something."

"Tell me something!" said the spider, much offended, "I know everything."

"Oh, yes, honoured sir," said the toad; "you have such wonderful eyes, and such a sharp mind, it is true that you know everything about the sun, and the moon, and the earth, and flies. But, as you have studied all these great and important things, you could hardly see all the very little trifles like a poor old toad."

"Oh, yes, I can. I know everything—everything!"

"But, sir," went on the toad so humbly, "this is such a little—such a very little—thing, and a spider like you, in such a high position of life, could not mind me telling you such a mere nothing."

"Well, I don't mind," said the spider—"you may go on, and tell me, if you like."

"The fact is," said the toad, "while I have been sitting in my hole, I have noticed that such a lot of the flies that come into this garden presently go into the summer-house there, and when they are in the summer-house, they always go to that little round window, which is sometimes quite black with them; for it is the nature of flies to buzz over glass."

"I do not know so much about that," said the spider; "for I have never lived in houses, being an independent insect; but it is possible you may be right. At any rate, it is not of much consequence. You had better go up into the window, old toad." Now this was a sneer on the part of the spider.

"But I can't climb up into the window," said the toad; "all I can do is to crawl about the ground, but you can run up a wall quickly. How I do wish I was a spider, like you. Oh, dear!" And then the toad turned round, after bowing to the clever spider, and went back to his hole.

Now the spider was secretly very much mortified and angry with himself, because he had not noticed this about the flies going to the window in the summer-house. At first he said to himself that it was not true; but he could not help looking that way now and then, and every time he looked, there was the window crowded with flies. They had all the garden to buzz about in, and all the fields, but instead of wandering under the trees, and over the flowers, they preferred to go into the summer-house and crawl over the glass of the little window, though it was very dirty from so many feet. For a long time, the spider was too proud to go there too; but one day such a splendid blue-bottle fly got in the window and made such a tremendous buzzing, that he could not resist it any more.

So he left his web by the railings, and climbed up the blue-painted wall, over Bevis's writings and marks, and spun such a web in the window as had never before been seen. It was the largest and the finest, and the most beautifully-arranged web that had ever been made, and it caught such a number of flies that the spider grew fatter every day. In a week's time he was so big that he could no longer hide in the crack he had chosen, he was quite a giant; and the toad came across the grass one night and looked at him, but the spider was now so bloated he would not recognise the toad.

But one morning a robin came to the iron railings, and perched on the top, and put his head a little on one side, to show his black eye the better. Then he flew inside the summer-house, alighted in the window, and gobbled up the spider in an instant. The old toad shut his eye and opened it again, and went on thinking, for that was just what he knew would happen. Ever so many times in his very long life he had seen spiders go up there, but no sooner had they got fat than a robin or a wren came in and ate them. Some of the clever spider's web was there still when Bevis looked out of the window, all dusty and draggled, with the skins and wings of some gnats and a dead leaf entangled in it.

As he looked, a white butterfly came along the meadow, and instantly he ran out, flung open the gate, rushed down the steps, and taking no heed of the squeak the gate made as it shut behind him, raced after the butterfly.

The tall buttercups brushed his knees, and bent on either side as if a wind was rushing through them. A bennet slipped up his knickerbockers and tickled his leg. His toes only touched the ground, neither his heels nor the hollow of his foot; and from so light a pressure the grass, bowed but not crushed, rose up, leaving no more mark of his passage than if a grasshopper had gone by.

Daintily fanning himself with his wings, the butterfly went before Bevis, not yet knowing that he was chased, but sauntering along just above the buttercups. He peeped as he flew under the lids of the flowers' eyes, to see if any of them loved him. There was a glossy green leaf which he thought he should like to feel, it looked so soft and satin-like. So he alighted on it, and then saw Bevis coming, his hat on the very back of his head, and his hand stretched out to catch him. The butterfly wheeled himself round on the leaf, shut up his wings, and seemed so innocent, till Bevis fell on his knee, and then under his fingers there was nothing but the leaf. His cheek flushed, his eye lit up, and away he darted again after the butterfly, which had got several yards ahead before he could recover himself. He ran now faster than ever.

"Race on," said the buttercups; "race on, Bevis; that butterfly disdains us because we are so many, and all alike."

"Be quick," said a great moon-daisy to him; "catch him, dear. I asked him to stay and tell me a story, but he would not."

"Never mind me," said the clover; "you may step on me if you like, love."

"But just look at me for a moment, pet, as you go by," cried the purple vetch by the hedge.

A colt in the field, seeing Bevis running so fast, thought he too must join the fun, so he whisked his tail, stretched his long floundering legs, and galloped away. Then the mare whinnied and galloped too, and the ground shook under her heavy hoofs. The cows lifted their heads from gathering the grass close round the slender bennets, and wondered why any one could be so foolish as to rush about, when there was plenty to eat and no hurry.

The cunning deceitful butterfly, so soon as Bevis came near, turned aside and went along a furrow. Bevis, running in the furrow, caught his foot in the long creepers of the crowfoot, and fell down bump, and pricked his hand with a thistle. Up he jumped again, red as a peony, and shouting in his rage, ran on so quickly that he nearly overtook the butterfly. But they were now nearer the other hedge. The butterfly, frightened at the shouting and Bevis's resolution, rose over the brambles, and Bevis stopping short flung his hat at him. The hat did not hit the butterfly, but the wind it made puffed him round, and so frightened him, that he flew up half as high as the elms, and went into the next field.

When Bevis looked down, there was his hat, hung on a branch of ash, far beyond his reach. He could not touch the lowest leaf, jump as much as he would. His next thought was a stone to throw, but there were none in the meadow. Then he put his hand in his jacket pocket for his knife, to cut a long stick. It was not in that pocket, nor in the one on the other side, nor in his knickers. Now the knife was Bevis's greatest treasure—his very greatest. He looked all round bewildered, and the tears rose in his eyes.

Just then Pan, the spaniel, who had worked his head loose from the collar and followed him, ran out of the hedge between Bevis's legs with such joyful force, that Bevis was almost overthrown, and burst into a fit of laughter. Pan ran back into the hedge to hunt, and Bevis, with tears rolling down his cheeks into the dimples made by his smiles, dropped on hands and knees and crept in after the dog under the briars. On the bank there was a dead grey stick, a branch that had fallen from the elms. It was heavy, but Bevis heaved it up, and pushed it through the boughs and thrust his hat off.

Creeping out again, he put it on, and remembering his knife, walked out into the field to search for it. When Pan missed him, he followed, and presently catching scent of a rabbit, the spaniel rushed down a furrow, which happened to be the very furrow where Bevis had tumbled. Going after Pan, Bevis found his knife in the grass, where it had dropped when shaken from his pocket by the jerk of his fall. He opened the single blade it contained at once, and went back to the hedge to cut a stick. As he walked along the hedge, he thought the briar was too prickly to cut, and the thorn was too hard, and the ash was too big, and the willow had no knob, and the elder smelt so strong, and the sapling oak was across the ditch, and out of reach, and the maple had such rough bark. So he wandered along a great way through that field and the next, and presently saw a nut-tree stick that promised well, for the sticks grew straight, and not too big.

He jumped into the ditch, climbed half up the mound, and began to cut away at one of the rods, leaning his left arm on the moss-grown stole. The bark was easily cut through, and he soon made a notch, but then the wood seemed to grow harder, and the chips he got out were very small. The harder the wood, the more determined Bevis became, and he cut and worked away with such force that his chest heaved, his brow was set and frowning, and his jacket all green from rubbing against the hazel. Suddenly something passed between him and the light. He looked up, and there was Pan, whom he had forgotten, in the hedge looking down at him. "Pan! Pan!" cried Bevis. Pan wagged his tail, but ran back, and Bevis, forsaking his stick, scrambled up into the stole, then into the mound, and through a gap into the next field. Pan was nowhere to be seen.

There was a large mossy root under a great oak, and, hot with his cutting, Bevis sat down upon it. Along came a house martin, the kind of swallow that has a white band across his back, flying very low, and only just above the grass. The swallow flew to and fro not far from Bevis, who watched it, and presently asked him to come closer. But the swallow said: "I shall not come any nearer, Bevis. Don't you remember what you did last year, sir? Don't you remember Bill, the carter's boy, put a ladder against the wall, and you climbed up the ladder, and put your paw, all brown and dirty, into my nest and took my eggs? And you tried to string them on a bennet, but the bennet was too big, so you went indoors for some thread. And you made my wife and me dreadfully unhappy, and we said we would never come back any more to your house, Bevis."

"But you have come back, swallow."

"Yes, we have come back—just once more; but if you do it again we shall go away for ever."

"But I won't do it again; no, that I won't! Do come near."

So the swallow came a little nearer, only two yards away, and flew backwards and forwards, and Bevis could hear the snap of his beak as he caught the flies.

"Just a little bit nearer still," said he. "Let me stroke your lovely white back."

"Oh, no, I can't do that. I don't think you are quite safe, Bevis. Why don't you gather the cowslips?"

Bevis looked up and saw that the field was full of cowslips—yellow with cowslips. "I will pick every one," said he, "and carry them all back to my mother."

"You cannot do that," said the swallow, laughing, "you will not try long enough."

"I hate you!" cried Bevis in a passion, and flung his knife, which was in his hand, at the bird. The swallow rose up, and the knife whizzed by and struck the ground.

"I told you you were not safe," said the swallow over his head; "and I am sure you won't pick half the cowslips."

Bevis picked up his knife and put it in his pocket; then he began to gather the cowslips, and kept on for a quarter of an hour as fast as ever he could, till both hands were full. There was a rustle in the hedge, and looking up he saw Pan come out, all brown with sand sticking to his coat. He shook himself, and sent the sand flying from him in a cloud, just like he did with the water when he came up out of the pond. Then he looked at Bevis, wagged his tail, cried "Yowp!" and ran back into the hedge again.

Bevis rushed to the spot, and saw that there was a large rabbits' hole. Into this hole Pan had worked his way so far that there was nothing of him visible but his hind legs and tail. Bevis could hear him panting in the hole, he was working so hard to get at the rabbit, and tearing with his teeth at the roots to make the hole bigger. Bevis clapped his hands, dropping his cowslips, and called "Loo! Loo!" urging the dog on. The sand came flying out behind Pan, and he worked harder and harder, as if he would tear the mound to pieces.

Bevis sat down on the grass under the shadow of the oak, by a maple bush, and taking a cowslip, began to count the spots inside it. It was always five in all the cowslips—five brown little spots—that he was sure of, because he knew he had five fingers on each hand. He lay down at full length on his back, and looked up at the sky through the boughs of the oak. It was very, very blue, and very near down. With a long ladder he knew he could have got up there easily, and it looked so sweet. "Sky," said Bevis, "I love you like I love my mother.[2q]" He pouted his lips, and kissed at it. Then turning a little on one side to watch Pan, in an instant he fell firm asleep.

Pan put his head out of the hole to breathe two or three times, and looked aside at Bevis, and seeing that he was still, went back to work again. Two butterflies came fluttering along together. The swallow returned, and flew low down along the grass near Bevis. The wind came now and then, and shook down a shower of white and pink petals from a crab-tree in the hedge. By-and-by a squirrel climbing from tree to tree reached the oak, and stayed to look at Bevis beneath in the shadow. He knew exactly how Bevis felt—just like he did himself when he went to sleep.
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"Yowp, yow; wow-wow!" The yelling of Pan woke Bevis, who jumped up, and seeing the bailiff[3] beating the spaniel with a stick, instantly, and without staying the tenth of a second to rub his eyes or stretch himself, rushed at the man and hit him with his doubled fists. As if he had seen it in his sleep, Bevis understood what was taking place immediately his eyelids opened. So the bailiff beat the dog, and Bevis beat the bailiff. The noise made quite an echo against the thick hedges and a high bank that was near. When the bailiff thought he had thrashed Pan sufficiently, he turned round and looked down at Bevis, whose face was red, and his knuckles sore with striking the bailiff's hard coat.

"How fess you be, measter," said the bailiff (meaning fierce), "you mind as you don't hurt yourself. Look'ee here, there've bin a fine falarie about you, zur." He meant that there had been much excitement when it was found that Bevis was not in the garden, and was nowhere to be found. Everybody was set to hunt for him.

First they thought of the brook, lest he should have walked in among the flags that were coming up so green and strong. Then they thought of the tallet[4] over the stable,—perhaps he had climbed up there again from the manger, over the heads of the great cart-horses, quietly eating their hay, while he put his foot on the manger and then on the projecting steps in the corner, and into the hayrack—and so up. He had done it once before, and could not get down, and so the tallet was searched. One man was sent to the Long Pond, with orders to look everywhere, and borrow the punt and push in among the bulrushes.

Another was despatched to the Close, to gruffly inquire where the cottage boys were, and what they had been doing, for Bevis was known to hanker after their company, to go catching loach under the stones in the stream that crossed the road, and creeping under the arch of the bridge, and taking the moor-hens' eggs from the banks of the ponds where the rushes were thick. Another was put on the pony, to gallop up the road after the carter and his waggon, for he had set off that morning with a load of hay for the hills that could be seen to the southward.

Running over every possible thing that Bevis could have done in his mind, his papa remembered that he had lately taken to asking about the road, and would not be satisfied till they had taken him up to the sign-post—a mile beyond the village, and explained the meaning of it. Some one had told him that it was the road to Southampton—the place where the ships came. Now, Bevis was full of the ships, drawing them on the blue wall of the summer-house, and floating a boat on the trough in the cow-yard, and looking wistfully up the broad dusty highway, as if he could see the masts and yards sixty miles away or more. Perhaps when the carter went with the waggon that way, Bevis had slipped up the footpath that made a short cut across the fields, and joined the waggon at the cross-roads, that he might ride to the hills thinking to see the sea on the other side.

And the bailiff, not to be behindhand, having just come in for his lunch, ran out again without so much as wetting his stubbly white beard in the froth of the drawn quart of ale, and made away as fast as his stiff legs could carry him to where there was a steam ploughing engine at work—a mile distant. The sight of the white steam, and the humming of the fly-wheel, always set Bevis "on the jig[5]," as the village folk called it, to get to the machinery, and the smell of the cotton waste and oil wafted on the wind was to him like the scent of battle to the war-horse.

But Bevis was not in the tallet, nor the brook, nor among the bulrushes of the Long Pond, nor under the bridge dabbling for loach, nor watching the steam plough, and the cottage boys swore their hardest (and they knew how to swear quite properly) that they had not seen him that morning. But they would look for him, and forthwith eagerly started to scour the fields and hedges. Meantime, Bevis, quite happy, was sleeping under the oak in the shadow, with Pan every now and then coming out of the rabbit-hole to snort out the sand that got into his nostrils.

But, by-and-by, when everything had been done and everybody was scattered over the earth seeking for him, the bailiff came back from the steam plough, weary with running, and hungry, thirsty, and cross. As he passed through the yard he caught a glimpse of Pan's kennel, which was a tub by the wood pile, and saw that the chain was lying stretched to its full length. Pan was gone. At first the bailiff thought Bevis had loosed him, and that he had got a clue. But when he came near, he saw that the collar was not unbuckled; Pan had worked his head out, and so escaped.

The bailiff turned the collar over thoughtfully with his foot, and felt his scanty white beard with his hard hand; and then he went back to the cart-house. Up in the cart-house, on the ledge of the wall beneath the thatch, there were three or four sticks, each about four feet long and as thick as your thumb, with the bark on—some were ground ash, some crab-tree, and one was hazel. This one was straight and as hard as could be. These sticks were put there for the time when the cows were moved, so that the men might find their sticks quick. Each had his stick, and the bailiff's was the hazel one. With the staff in his hand the bailiff set out straight across the grass, looking neither to the right nor the left, but walking deliberately and without hesitation.

He got through a gap in one hedge, and then he turned to the corner making towards the rabbit-burrows, for he guessed that Pan had gone there. As he approached he saw Bevis sleeping, and smiled, for looking for the dog he had found the boy. But first stepping softly up to Bevis, and seeing that he was quite right and unhurt, only asleep, the bailiff went to the hedge and thrust his staff into the hole where Pan was at work.

Out came Pan, and instantly down came the rod. Pan cowered in the grass; he was all over sand, which flew up in a cloud as the rod struck him again. "Yowp!—yow—wow—wow!" and this row awoke Bevis.

Bevis battled hard for his dog, but the bailiff had had his lunch delayed, and his peace of mind upset about the boy, and he was resolutely relieving himself upon the spaniel. Now the hazel rod, being dry and stiff, was like a bar of iron, and did not yield or bend in the least, but made the spaniel's ribs rattle. Pan could not get low enough into the grass; he ceased to howl, so great was the pain, but merely whimpered, and the tears filled his brown eyes. At last the bailiff ceased, and immediately Bevis pulled out his handkerchief, and sat down on the grass and wiped away the spaniel's tears.

"Now, measter, you come along wi' I," said the bailiff, taking his hand. Bevis would not come, saying he hated him. But when the bailiff told him about the hunt there had been, and how the people were everywhere looking for him, Bevis began to laugh, thinking it was rare fun.

"Take me 'pick-a-back,'" said he.

So the bailiff stooped and took him. "Gee-up!" said Bevis, punching his broad back and kicking him to go faster. Pan, now quite forgotten, crept along behind them.

Bevis listened to the lecture they gave him at home with a very bad grace. He sulked and pouted, as if he had himself been the injured party. But no sooner was he released from the dinner-table, than he was down on his knees at his own particular corner cupboard, the one that had been set apart for his toys and things ever since he could walk. It was but a small cupboard, made across the angle of two walls, and with one shelf only, yet it was bottomless, and always contained something new.

There were the last fragments of the great box of wooden bricks, cut and chipped, and notched and splintered by that treasure, his pocket-knife. There was the tin box for the paste, or the worms in moss, when he went fishing. There was the wheel of his old wheelbarrow, long since smashed and numbered with the Noah's arks that have gone the usual way. There was the brazen cylinder of a miniature steam-engine bent out of all shape. There was the hammer-head made specially for him by the blacksmith down in the village, without a handle, for people were tired of putting new handles to it, he broke them so quickly. There was a horse-shoe, and the iron catch of a gate, and besides these a boxwood top, which he could not spin, but which he had payed away half the savings in his money-box for, because he had seen it split the other boys' tops in the road.

In one corner was a brass cannon, the touch-hole blackened by the explosion of gunpowder, and by it the lock of an ancient pistol—the lock only, and neither barrel nor handle. An old hunting-crop, some feathers from pheasants' tails, part of a mole-trap, an old brazen bugle, much battered, a wooden fig-box full of rusty nails, several scraps of deal board and stumps of cedar pencil were heaped together in confusion. But these were not all, nor could any written inventory exhaust the contents, and give a perfect list of all that cupboard held. There was always something new in it: Bevis never went there, but he found something.

With the hunting-crop he followed the harriers and chased the doubling hare; with the cannon he fought battles, such as he saw in the pictures; the bugle, too, sounded the charge (the bailiff sometimes blew it in the garden to please him, and the hollow "who-oo!" it made echoed over the fields); with the deal boards and the rusty nails, and the hammer-head, he built houses, and even cities. The jagged and splintered wooden bricks, six inches long, were not bricks, but great beams and baulks of timber; the wheel of the wheelbarrow was the centre of many curious pieces of mechanism. He could see these things easily. So he sat down at his cupboard and forgot the lecture instantly; the pout disappeared from his lips as he plunged his hand into the inexhaustible cupboard.

"Bevis, dear," he heard presently, "you may have an apple."

Instantly, and without staying to shut the door on his treasures, he darted upstairs—up two flights, with a clatter and a bang, burst open the door, and was in the apple-room. It was a large garret or attic, running half the length of the house, and there, in the autumn, the best apples from the orchard were carried, and put on a thin layer of hay, each apple apart from its fellow (for they ought not to touch), and each particular sort, the Blenheim Oranges and the King Pippins, the Creepers and the Grindstone Pippins (which grew nowhere else), divided from the next sort by a little fence of hay.

The most of them were gone now, only a few of the keeping apples remained, and from these Bevis, with great deliberation, chose the biggest, measuring them by the eye and weighing them in his hand. Then downstairs again with a clatter and a bang, down the second stairs this time, past the gun-room, where the tools were kept, and a carpenter's bench; then through the whole length of the ground floor from the kitchen to the parlour slamming every door behind him, and kicking over the chairs in front of him.

There he stayed half-a-minute to look at the hornet's nest under the glass-case on the mantelpiece. The comb was built round a central pillar or column, three stories one above the other, and it had been taken from the willow tree by the brook, the huge hollow willow which he had twice tried to chop down, that he might make a boat of it. Then out of doors, and up the yard, and past the cart-house, when something moved in the long grass under the wall. It was a weasel[7], caught in a gin.

The trap had been set by the side of a drain for rats, and the weasel coming out, or perhaps frightened by footsteps, and hastening carelessly, had been trapped. Bevis, biting his apple, looked at the weasel, and the weasel said: "Sir Bevis, please let me out, this gin hurts me so; the teeth are very sharp and the spring is very strong, and the tar-cord is very stout, so that I cannot break it. See how the iron has skinned my leg and taken off the fur, and I am in such pain. Do please let me go, before the ploughboy comes, or he will hit me with a stick, or smash me with a stone, or put his iron-shod heel on me; and I have been a very good weasel, Bevis. I have been catching the horrid rats that eat the barley-meal put for the pigs. Oh, let me out, the gin hurts me so!"

Bevis put his foot on the spring, and was pressing it down, and the weasel thought he was already free, and looked across at the wood pile under which he meant to hide, when Bevis heard a little squeak close to his head, and looked up and saw a mouse under the eaves of the cart-house, peeping forth from a tiny crevice, where the mortar had fallen from between the stones of the wall.

"Bevis, Bevis!" said the mouse, "don't you do it—don't you let that weasel go! He is a most dreadful wicked weasel, and his teeth are ever so much sharper than that gin. He does not kill the rats, because he is afraid of them (unless he can assassinate one in his sleep), but he murdered my wife and sucked her blood, and her body, all dry and withered, is up in the beam there, if you will get a ladder and look. And he killed all my little mouses, and made me very unhappy, and I shall never be able to get another wife to live with me in this cart-house while he is about. There is no way we can get away from him. If we go out into the field he follows us there, and if we go into the sheds he comes after us there, and he is a cruel beast, that wicked weasel. You know you ate the partridge's eggs," added the mouse, speaking to the weasel.

"It is all false," said the weasel. "But it is true that you ate the wheat out of the ears in the wheat-rick, and you know what was the consequence. If that little bit of wheat you ate had been thrashed, and ground, and baked, and made into bread, then that poor girl would have had a crust to eat, and would not have jumped into the river, and she would have had a son, and he would have been a great man and fought battles, just as Bevis does with his brazen cannon, and won great victories, and been the pride of all the nation. But you ate those particular grains of wheat that were meant to do all this, you wicked little mouse. Besides which, you ran across the bed one night, and frightened Bevis's mother."
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